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〔論文〕 
From a Fiery Crucible of Ecstasy 
―The Weird and Grotesque in Dengaku― 
 
HASHIMOTO Hiroyuki 
 
1. Dengaku as medieval performing art  
 In Japan, medieval period, roughly from the twelfth through the sixteenth 
centuries, was, in popular words, a “topsy-turvy” time. Shocking reversals of status and 
station, unseemly admixtures of the sacred and profane, spontaneous revels and 
effusive ribaldry were the order of the day. The centuries of rule by the court of the 
Heian aristocracy and the Kamakura warrior government had come to an end, and the 
“Pax Tokugawania” imposed by the great Shoguns (not “Tycoons”) of the seventeenth 
century did not yet exist. It was a time of uprootedness and civil war, as well as 
unprecedented creativity in the realm of popular culture.  Having absorbed and 
integrated continental influence for centuries, Japan was now in a position to improvise 
on the standard forms and motifs it had imported from the continent, and to create a 
national culture for the first time in its history. At the forefront of this wave of frenetic 
artistic energy were the city dwellers of all classes and occupations. This new and wild 
culture grew up and flourished in urban soil. In this paper, our concern is to argue the 
performance genre that spread like wildfire across social lines during this period and 
the century preceding it. 
 This mysterious performing art known as dengaku(田楽) enjoyed considerable 
popularity in Japan during the first half of the medieval period. However, just what is 
actually included under the rubric "dengaku" (literally, field music”) is an extremely 
vexed matter, and it is not so easy to seek the origins and development of this 
phenomenon. As space is limited, we are not concerned here with these problems of 
classification and just say that the dengaku described below of two basic types - the first 
is a combination of dance, acrobatics, and music descended from Chinese traditions and 
performed by itinerant quasi-clerical specialists, the second is a kind of fancy or 
fashionable parade including amateurs and professionals alike. Both were loud and 
exciting affairs accompanied by various percussion and woodwind instruments. 
 Dengaku having created the vortex of unimaginable ecstasy has thrown society 
into chaos many times. Of course, the research of dramaturgical imagination derived 
from on-the-spot dengaku performance is one of the fascinating challenges, but I’m also 
intrigued by the fact of this lively art’s demise. Unlike its descendant, the Nø Theater, 
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which possesses a universality that enabled it transcend its own time, dengaku always 
remained an archetypal medieval performing art. As a Japanese scholar named Moriya 
Tsuyoshi puts it, "The performing arts that truly deserve to be called 'medieval' can be 
found among those which vanished at the end of the medieval period."1 Dengaku, which 
was well into its decline by the seventeenth century and today barely ekes out an 
existence as folk performance, can said to be a case in point2. 
 
2. The rhetoric of the weird and grotesque 
Dengaku is a key to understand the immaginaire of this chaotic time we call 
the medieval period. What was the shape of the popular culture forged in this fiery 
crucible of the ecstatic? In order to address this, we'd like first to examine the singular 
rhetoric that was associated with dengaku: the rhetoric of the weird and grotesque - irui 
igyø（異類異形） in Japanese. There is a very famous anecdote that appears in a 
semi-fictional historical chronicle called the Taiheiki（太平記）. One night, a powerful 
figure in the warrior government, Takatoki Hojo (北条高時 ), who had long been 
infatuated with dengaku, had a strange experience: 
 
. . . Suddenly, there came more than ten dengaku performers, who lined up in the room dancing and 
singing with surpassing skill. And soon these changed their song, chanting, "How we long to see the 
monster star of the Tenno-ji Temple." 
 There was a lady in waiting who looked through a crack in the sliding door, irresistibly 
diverted by the sound of those voices. And she saw that not one of those who had seemed to be 
dancers . . .  was a human being, but were weird and grotesque specters who had changed their 
shapes into those of men.  Some among them had curved beaks like kites, while the bodies of others 
were winged, and some bore the semblance of mountain ascetics (yamabushi).   
 Sorely affrighted, the lady sent a man running to the Takatoki’s grandfather, who made 
haste, sword in hand, for the room where the drinking party had been.  But when the lay monk's 
footsteps advanced violently through the middle gate, the phantoms vanished as though wiped out.  
And all the while Takatoki slept drunkenly, knowing nothing of it. 
 When the grandfather called for lamps to be lit that he might look upon that room where the 
entertainments had been staged, he beheld a multitude of bird and animal tracks muddying the floor 
mats, as though goblins (tengu) had assuredly gathered there3. 
 
                                                   
1 Moriya Tsuyoshi, Chusei geinø no genzø (Tankosha, 1985), p. 221. 
2 See Moriya, p. 38-39. 
3 The Taiheiki: A Chronicle of Medieval Japan (translated by Helen McCollough ;New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1959), pp. 131-132. 
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 The dengaku performers mentioned above are described by metaphorical 
reference to long-nosed or hawk-billed goblins known as tengu（天狗）, and it is almost 
as if Takatoki's extraordinary enthusiasm for dengaku had summoned the weird and 
grotesque itself to his side in the form of a troupe of tengu. It seems that the Taiheiki 
authors and compilers were fond of this sort of rhetoric as it can be found again in a 
later chapter. The stage for this performance is the alms-raising dengaku held at a busy 
Kyoto intersection in 1349. This particular performance is very famous for the many 
deaths that resulted from the collapse of the spectator's boxes. As fuller discussion will 
be presented below, this was a result of the ecstatic reaction of the audience to the 
dengaku performance. However, this freak accident was eventually rumored to have 
been, "surely the handiwork of tengu." Also cited here are the recollections of a Mt. Hiei 
monk named Choko (長講) who explained the incident as the doing of a mountain ascetic 
in possession of uncanny powers. Choko yells at the crowd to calm down and to get hold 
of themselves, but his words fall on deaf ears as they shout and throw their shoulders 
into the supporting pillars of the boxes. He says they are like a gang of tengu or a 
whirlwind. Similar monstrous rhetoric applied to dengaku crops up in many other texts. 
For example, in a 1247 entry in another historical chronicle we read, "There are weird 
monsters in the mountains of the Mori estate in Sagami province（相模国毛利庄）. 
According to the local people, these become dengaku performers and stage shows every 
night. 
 Here is another example: a courtier, writing in his diary in 1311, complains of 
dengaku's popularity saying, "it can surely be said to be the work of devils.”  In another 
entry he, inversely, notes the spread of an epidemic "called among the people the 
dengaku disease."  This rhetoric of the ghoulish surrounding dengaku was also 
employed, more than two centuries earlier, in descriptions of the "elegant dengaku" of 
1096, the so-called "Great Dengaku of the Eichø Era（永長大田楽）". A courtier’s diary, 
“Rakuyo dengakuki（『洛陽田楽記』）”, depicts the frenzied ecstatic riots occasioned by 
dengaku in vivid language:  
 
There were many dengaku performances in the capital area during that summer. I don't 
know why this happened. It began in the villages and spread all the way up to the court. Day and night, 
there were endless amusements; stilt-walkers4, pole-hoppers, drummers, cymbal players, and the like. 
One was often startled by the sound of loudly fighting voices. Monks, officials, palace guards, each 
formed their own troupes. Some would pour into the temple compounds, others would fill the streets.  
                                                   
4 These are not western stilts, but rather are tall geta（高下駄）, or Japanese wooden 
clogs. The same is true of all references to "stilts" below. 
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All possessed with the same zeal, it was as if everyone had gone crazy. Perhaps it was the doing of 
spirit-foxes.5 
 
 The expression "spirit-fox" (霊孤) is certainly the most ghoulish kind of rhetoric, 
but no doubt it was very well-suited to evoking the perceptions that surrounded the 
ecstasies of the "Great Dengaku of the Eichø Era." In another diary from the end of the 
eleventh century, there also is description of the indescribably "weird and grotesque" 
dengaku performances in which a high court official, leading more than ten young 
retainers, had traversed Kyoto just two years before. The spectacle was like, "a 
nocturnal procession of one hundred demons."  It would probably be accurate to also 
term this "elegant dengaku". 
 This kind of rhetoric even was extended to physical descriptions of the persons 
of the dengaku performers themselves6. One description of the dances of the shrine 
attendants of the Hie Sanno cult captures this “weird and grotesque” image quite 
clearly:  
 
"One of them had both his eyebrows swept up at the ends, with his upper and lower teeth 
glistening], his tongue sticking straight out and his hair falling loose to both sides; another was a mass 
of wrinkles above his face and all over his forehead, all of his teeth were missing and his hair hung 
down to the front. . ."7  
 
 We are now able to see the sense of the peculiar rhetoric, the rhetoric of the 
weird and grotesque, that was applied to dengaku. So, we must now return to the 
question of the origins of this rhetoric: where in the world did it come from?  One 
Japanese scholar, Matsuoka Shinpei, has suggested that the tracks left by the birds 
that crashed Takatoki’s party may have represented the birdlike appearance of the 
rapid and jerky movements of the performers.8 In other words, this rhetoric of the 
weird and grotesque was inspired by, in his words, "the acrobatic body, endowed with 
                                                   
5 Oe, Masahusa “Rakuyo dengakuki” (intr.by Tsuyoshi Moriya, ) in Kodai Chusei 
Geijutsuron(Tatsusaburo Hayashiya ed.; Iwanami shoten:Tokyo) p.218. 
6 Dengaku players were depicted as weird and grotesque creatures in a great many 
pictorial representations as well. On this subject, see “ Oni ga enjiru sairei 
Geino-‘Oeyamaekotoba’ zakkan” in Engi no Seishinshi-Chuseigeino no gensetsu to  
shintai (Iwanami Shoten), pp.263-272. 
7 Nose Chouji “dengakuko”, in Nogaku Genryouko (Iwanami Shoten 1938), pp. 
1481-1482. 
8 Matsuoka Shinpei, "Basara no jidai: performance no koukogaku" in Utage no shintai 
(Iwanami shoten, 1991), p. 31. 
 24
explosive speed and agility." We’ll have occasion to revisit this description in a few 
minutes. 
 
3. The portents of disaster 
 The incidents of fanatic ecstasy provoked by dengaku were held to be portents 
of disaster; these outbursts were seen as premonitions of calamity.9 You may recall how 
the hawk-billed tengu in Takatoki’s story chanted of an evil star: this was interpreted as 
the fulfillment of an old prophesy of the ruin of Japan. 
 It is clear that this "monster star" sung of by the tengu is an evil star meant to 
bring with its appearance confusion and disaster to the realm and suggests civil 
disorder and the destruction of the state.  Often the collapse of the Kamakura warrior 
government itself was blamed on Takatoki's fascination with dengaku and tengu were 
often associated with social chaos. 
 It seems that this association between the popularity of dengaku and calamity 
was already well established from around the time of the parading dengaku of the late 
eleventh century.  Excerpts from one courtier’s diary tell us of this dengaku – “weird 
specters spring up, it is beyond human power to control them”. Another remarks that, 
“the strangeness of those days is beyond the power of words to describe" and calls the 
development “most inauspicious.” 
 It seems that dengaku again became unusually popular around half a century 
after this as the following reports, here again associated with impending doom, attest: 
 
In this year, among all the other odd occurrences, there has been in the capital an 
altogether excessive dabbling in dengaku. the Shogun Takauji encourages it so outrageously. Thus, the 
people foot loose and fancy free, spend their evenings visiting houses of ill-repute. Just as people say 
that the tastes of Takatoki brought down the Kantø, this kind of thing had led to the demise of his 
predecessors.  It cannot be a good thing.10 
 
This was the spirit of the times, so the alms-raising dengaku of the time could 
not very well remain above the ecstatic fanaticism. Especially one performance 
described by an onlooker this way - "the new play about Shakyamuni Buddha's 
incarnation as the Hie Sannø god; now really that got under my skin" - seems to have 
                                                   
9 For a detailed explication of the periodic episodes of frenzied ecstasies that so often 
gripped people of the middle age, see Sakurai Yoshirø, "Nihon chusei ni okeru nekkyø" 
in Chusei nohon no oken, shukyø, geinø (Jinbun shoin, 1988). 
10 Kojima Hoshi,(d.1874 supposed auther)Taiheiki(in Japanese, ed. Tokyo: kokumin 
bunko kankokai, 1909). p.784. 
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been received with a particularly eccentric enthusiasm: 
 
The New Troupe dengaku performers had put monkey masks on eight or nine year old boys, 
hung white paper talismans off their waists, and dressed them in red tunics with gold brocade, skirts 
of a tiger stripe pattern. Bobbing to the rhythm, the boys danced their way crab wise up a red and 
green arched bridge. They leapt up on the railings; there they would turn to the right and twist to the 
left, swing off and jump back up again. Watching their antics, it was hard to believe they were beings 
of this world. Then, suddenly, there came the oracle of the Sannø god. Although one might think this 
kind of thing heretical, it certainly was riveting. Then the people in the hundred some spectator's 
boxes could no longer contain themselves and jumped to their feet, screaming, "Oh what fun! We can't 
take it!" At the same time, excited yells arose from the seats below and there was no sign of them dying 
down. Across the way, from somewhere near the Shogun's box, fine ladies could be seen pushing their 
curtains aside with their fans. Five or six big men shoved on the struts of the boxes and, all at once, 
before one could even gasp, "Oh, my!," down came two hundred forty nine boxes, falling like 
dominoes.11 
 
 It is no doubt that the popularity of dengaku was deeply associated with 
immanent catastrophe in that era. It is no great wonder that the disaster was explained 
as the wizardly work of the Buddhist mountain ascetics long associated with the tengu. 
The rhetoric of the tengu that is spun around the account of this great tragedy is 
substantially different than that of the Takatoki’s story where the dengaku performers 
were simply metaphorically described in terms of the tengu. This rhetoric is beyond the 
discourse on dengaku itself. 
 Matsuoka Shinpei, for one, had a singularly fascinating interpretation of the 
rhetoric applied to this tragic event. He wrote that we see through the uncanny power of 
the yamabushi - tengu beyond the realization of the somewhat ominous carnivalesque 
atmosphere created by the extraordinary provocative power of the art of dengaku. That 
is, what we see in this portrait of the dengaku performer as tengu is actually none other 
than a representation of the violent power of the uncanny, latent in dengaku, which can 
bring about the destruction of the world in the wink of an eye12. He also called it, "none 
other than the translation of the intense response of the audience to the physical 
strength of the dengaku performer's body, a body that makes possible the serial 
interruption of spatial relationships."13 
                                                   
11 See Taiheiki(in Japanese), p.785. 
12 Matsuoka, Shinpei, "Rikisha dengaku-ko – Gohou douji no matsueitachi," in Kanze 
49-6 (Hinoki Shoten) p. 24. 
13 Matsuoka, "Basara," p. 36. 
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 Matsuoka's interpretation has much to recommend it, yet there lurks some 
slight dissatisfaction. To put it simply, his suggestion that the fascination with dengaku 
is directed towards "the acrobatic body, endowed with explosive speed and agility" 
leaves the impression that when dengaku was performed the audience was limited to 
the role of spectator and suggests that the performance was chained to a dichotomous 
"see/be seen" relationship. Clearly, though, that ecstatic fanaticism surrounding 
dengaku created a situation that by its very nature could not but explode the 
boundaries of any kind of "see/be seen" opposition. 
 We’ll reread the rhetoric of the tengu as one that completely eradicates the 
notion of a singular place of performance centered on the manipulations of the acrobatic 
body. To amplify theme this and suggest another variation, let me venture the following.  
Actually, the rhetoric of the weird and grotesque may have been a form of allegorical 
language used in an attempt to capture the kind of ecstatic possession that swept 
through the places dengaku was performed. 
 Let us recall what kind of catastrophes was thought to be foreshadowed by the 
popularity of dengaku. Clearly these were crises that struck at the heart of the state; 
crises that violently shook the foundations of the world. It is essential to remember that 
the popularity of dengaku was perceived as the harbinger of crises, crises that would 
stir to the surface a fundamental malaise in society. So this rhetoric of the weird and 
grotesque was not a matter of one or two creepy phantoms as a sideshow to these 
ruptures, and cannot be reduced to the acrobatic body of the dengaku performer. No, 
this rhetoric was clearly used allegorically to elicit the ill-omened furor surrounding 
dengaku which could provoke the destruction of the state itself. There is an uncanny 
and hidden aspect of dengaku that is the very embodiment of violence. As we have seen, 
the line between calamity and dengaku was, in fact, an extremely thin one. 
 
4. From a fiery crucible of ecstasy 
 But, in the final analysis, although it created such a craze in the medieval 
period, just how enchanting was the performance of dengaku itself? How did the 
performer/audience go wild with excitement performing/watching of dengaku? 
Contemporary accounts attest to the explosive power of the dancing and the entrancing 
effect of the totally free and cacophonous music, but what was it really like? 
 It is nearly impossible to savor this experience by attending a performance of 
one of the many local groups preserving dengaku throughout Japan. The first time I 
saw dengaku performed, all I had known of the medieval performing arts was the 
rather understated Nø Theater, so I was struck with the flamboyant and splashy 
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dengaku costuming. The performance itself, however, was formalized and wooden - 
quite boring really. 
 Honestly, for me, the impression of dengaku as it is currently performed has 
not changed much since. We might have stretched my imagination making up for my 
knowledge from literature that I’ve read before. But, I've seen a kind of performance 
from which I experienced a taste of the excitement. One October evening, I went to a 
certain ceremonial performance of dengaku at a rural shrine. 
 In this ceremony, a formal dance is followed by a ritual posting of petitions from 
parishioners, in which an identical ceremony is performed again and again as the 
prayers of the villagers attached to their offerings to the shrine are read aloud. When 
there are lots of offerings, it must be repeated over and over again. In such cases, in 
order to reduce the amount of time involved, the dance is executed at several times its 
usual speed. As the nine youths performing the dengaku dance with all their might, 
scrambling to keep up with the fast tempo, the paper strips that hang from their 
headdresses shake violently from side to side and up and down. This creates a somehow 
spooky atmosphere. After watching this frenzy, eyes riveted, for a little while, I felt 
transported to those scenes where the weird and grotesque beings sported on their wild 
rampages. 
 In the center of enthusiasm, there used to be the shocking manipulations of the 
acrobatic body of the dengaku performer; such a dengaku performer made the audience 
go wild with excitement. However, dengaku, which created and occupied this privileged 
space, would soon have to bow to Sarugaku（猿楽）, immediate ancestor of the Nø 
Theater. It would not be an overstatement to call this succession a major transformation 
of the character of the performing arts in medieval Japan. Therefore, although people 
still came and went on the same city streets, no longer would they happen across the 
weird and grotesque specters that had stoked them into frenzy in bygone days. 
